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Coe: The Parentage of Osceola
THE PARENTAGE OF OSCEOLA
After a search for whatever has come to light on the early
life of Osceola, Charles H. Coe summarized his findings and
his conclusions for the Florida Historical Quarterly. 1
His belief came to be that Osceola “was a full-blooded
Indian,” and this seems probable to the Editor of this Quarterly.
Contemporaneous knowledge of Osceola came largely through
his part - his leadership - in the Seminole War. Four participants each published a volume on the War: Captain John T.
Sprague, 2 Lieutenant M. M. Cohen, 3 A Late Staff Officer (Woodburn Potter), 4 and A Lieutenant of the Left Wing (W. W.
Smith). 5 Sprague published his work some years after the War.
The others published theirs during or immediately after their
service.
Coe writes: “It is commonly believed . . . that Osceola . . .
was the son of an Englishman named Powell, a trader among
the Creek Indians of Georgia, by a Creek Indian woman.” He
then quotes from the four authors:
Cohen (pp. 233,234): “Oceola’s [!] mother, after the death
of his father, married a ‘pale face’ of the name of Powell, after
whom the step-son was sometimes called. . . . His grandfather
was a Scotchman, his grandmother and mother were full Indians
. . . Oceola is therefore a quarter-blood . . [which his complexion
and eyes indicate, being much lighter than those of the Indians
generally.]”
A Lieutenant of the Left Wing writes: “Oseola [!] is a halfbreed (his father an Englishman) of the Red Stick tribe of
1. Coe, Charles H.: “The Parentage and Birthplace of Osceola.” Florida
Historical Quarterly, XVII, No. 4, (April, 1939)
pp. 304-311.
2. Sprague, John T.: The Origin, Progress, and Conclusion of the Florida
War (557pp.) New York, 1848.
3. Cohen, M. M.: Notices of Florida and the Campaigns. (240 pp.)
Charleston 1836
4. A Late Staff Officer [Woodburn Potter] The War in Florida, Being
an Exposition of its Causes, and an Accurate History of the Campaigns of Generals Clinch, Gaines, and Scott. (184 pp.) Baltimore 1836.
5. A Lieutenant of the Left Wing [Smith. W. W.]: Sketch of the Seminole
W a r , and Sketches During a Campaign. (311pp.) Charleston, 1836.
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Creeks - [his complexion is rather lighter than that of the Seminoles generally, who are not as dark as many other tribes of
Indians. . . .]”
Sprague is next quoted: (100-101): “His [Oseola’s] father’s
name was William Powell, an Englishman, who for forty years
had been a trader in the nation, and whose wife was an Indian
woman. In the year 1808, when a feud occurred among the
Creeks, they separated by mutual consent, she preferring to go
to Florida, when a division of the family took place. The father
retained two daughters; the mother and the boy, then four
years old, settled in the vicinity of the Okefenoke Swamp. Soon
after she was again married, when, with her child and husband
she removed to a hammock near Fort King.”
The following, though not quoted by Coe, is Captain
Sprague’s opinion of As-se-se-he-ho-lar (Oceola) (p. 101):
“In stature he was about five feet eight inches, with a manly,
frank, and open countenance. From boyhood he was noted
for his independence and self-possession, and always treated
the whites with great dignity, almost amounting to insolence.
In all dances, ball-plays, and games, he was distinguished. In
council the old chiefs looked with surprise at his bold opposition to the Treaty of Payne’s Landing. . . the experienced
counsellors of the nation treat[ed] him with great respect.
“He threw aside the ridiculous mummery of sages and
prophets, their forms and superstitions, and openly declared his
views and opinions, regardless of consequences. . . . Feeling
conscientiously right himself, he infused the same spirit into
others, who with renewed resolution adhered to their opposition to the treaty. From his youth he lived with the Seminoles,
and he felt that their fortunes were his own. To [his children]
he was kind and affectionate. In advising the warriors, when
starting upon a war-party, he always enjoined them to spare the
women and children. ‘It is not upon them,’ said he, ‘that we
make war and draw the scalping knife, it is upon men; let us
act like men.’“
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Coe continues: “A prominent newspaper in the territory at
this period intimates that Osceola was an Indian, saying: ‘It
is proper to observe that he ought not to be called “Powell” as
that is only a nickname. His Indian name is Osceola, and by
that name he should be distinguished.‘6
’‘The author of a carefully prepared book [The War in
Florida] 7 says that ‘Assiola’ is the correct orthography of the
chief’s name; that he is a Red Stick Indian, and that ‘Assiola
or Powell’ does not speak the English language.
“The fact that Osceola could not speak English is, in itself,
evidence that he was a pure-blooded Indian.”
Coe also quotes Woodward: 8 “Oceola [!] was the great
grandson of James McQueen, and the son of an Englishman
named Powell.” And from Welch: 9 “. . . he was undoubtedly
a throughbred Seminole.”
The Editor believes that WeIch is untrustworthy, and that
a good percentage of Woodward’s multitudinous statements,
many made years afterwards, would be incorrect, especially
regarding the birth-place and parentage of Osceola. He concurs with Coe in the following quotation:
“The most reliable and convincing testimony, however, is
that of George Catlin, 10 the famous painter of Indian portraits.
No one then living was more competent to express an opinion
on the subject. He had spent a lifetime among the Indians of
North America, had painted the portraits of the most prominent
chiefs, their home life and their hunting excursions. On learning of the capture of Osceola and his followers, and their confinement in Fort Moultrie, Charleston harbor, Catlin immediately journeyed to that place to meet them. He was well known
6. The Herald, St. Augustine, Florida, Jan. 13, 1836.
7. Staff Officer (see n. 4) pp. 10-11, 158.
8. Woodward, Thomas: Reminiscences of the Creek or Muscogee Indians,
Georgia Historical Society, 1859.
9. [Welch, Andrew]: Osceola Nikkanochee, Prince of Econchatti. London,
1841. p. 23.
10. Catlin, George: Letters and Notes on the Manners, Customs and
Conditions of the North American Indians. London (edition) 2 vols.
1844.pp.218-221.
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to all Indians as their friend, and this group was especially
glad to see him. Undoubtedly they hoped that he might do
something to effect their release.
“Every night, Catlin tells us, the chiefs visited with him
in his room at the fort, telling him of their troubles and their
treacherous capture by General Jesup under a flag of truce.
During his visit he painted the portraits of the chiefs - two
chiefs - two of Osceola. The painter thus had extended opportunity to study closely Osceola’s features and actions.
“A full account of his visits with the chiefs and his opinion
of the parentage of their leader, is given in one of his priceless
works, of which the following is an extract [from Catlin]: ‘I
am fully convinced from all that I have seen and have learned
from the lips of Osceola and from the chiefs who are around
him, that he is a most extraordinary man, and one who is entitled to a better fate. . . in his manner and all of his movements
in company he is polite and gentlemanly, though all his conversation is entirely in his own tongue, and his general appearance and actions those of a full-blooded and wild Indian.’
“On one occasion Osceola himself said: ‘I am an Indian a Seminole.‘11 At another time, in the presence of an Army
officer, he repudiated with great scorn the rumor that he was
part white, saying: 12 ‘No foreign blood runs in my veins; I am
a pure-blood Muscogee.‘13
“It probably never will be known, beyond a doubt, which
of the two states, Georgia or Alabama, is entitled to the honor
of having produced this famous chief. But the present writer
believes, after carefully considering the claims of the various
authors and their reputations for accuracy, that Osceola was
born east of the Chattahoochee River, in Georgia, about the
beginning of the nineteenth century.” (End Coe)
11. Sprague, o.p. p.86.
12. Storrow, Thomas W.: “Osceola, the Seminole War Chief.” Knickerbocker or New York Monthly Magazine, XXIV, 428.
13. The circumstances of these statements of Osceola are not recorded, nor
who it was who translated them. Usually the interpreters were Negroes,
former slaves, for few of the Indians knew any English, except, likely,
the names of articles they wished - powder, lead, etc.
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